Abstract
Introduction
Until a few years ago, asking children for their opinion in studies concerning city bylaws and regulations was rare. When children were consulted, they were asked to report on matters that concerned them personally, such as self-identity (Winstone et al, 2014) , paediatric oncology (Johnson et al. 2011) or care services (Hill, 1995) . It was only after the 219 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights General Comment (No. 7) released by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that the views of children, even those of a very young age, started to be taken into account. According to the UNCRC, child participation is a legally binding duty that signatory countries must respect and promote. Acknowledging that children have rights means recognizing them as citizens, social actors and members of society who can contribute to its development (IAWGCP, 2008) . Article 12 of the UNCRC states, "all girls and boys have the right to express their views and opinions on matters that affect them, and to have those views and opinions taken into account" (page number?)
Since the UNCRC declaration, researchers have taken up the task of attending to children's participation in the research process by consulting children on issues ranging from education (Fielding, 2001; Kellet et al., 2004; Jaeger et al., 2004; Dhakal, 2010) , race and gender equity (MacNaughton, 2001 a, b, c) , violence (Lansdown, 2005 ) and children's rights (Allan and L'anson, 2004) . Many of these studies, including those that have involved very young children, have demonstrated that children are capable of offering valuable insights.
Recently, MacNaughton, Hughes and Smith (2007) presented two case studies
showing how consulting very young children can contribute to policy-making and the wider community. This was the first time in Australia that the voices of young children were formally included at the level of governmental decision making (territorial and state government). In their research, MacNaughton, Hughes and Smith (2007) asked children to report on wellbeing and how gender affects learning and relationships through drawings.
Drawing is considered one of the most appropriate methods when working with children, especially when they are very young (James et al. 1998:189) .
The goal of our study was to understand children's perceptions of the characteristics and purposes of their schools. We asked young children to imagine their ideal school through guided conversations, drawings, and drawing descriptions. Their opinions were included in a process of policy-making consultation that took place in Italy. Below we describe the process and results.
Methods
In 2013, the City of Bologna, Italy, developed a set of guidelines (the "Service Charter") to create educational programs and policies for the early years. Consistent with its tradition in using participatory processes, the City of Bologna included at the working table the input of several representatives of the community and its stakeholders: teachers, parents and, for the first time, children. To conduct the consultations with the children, the City hired 220 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights a facilitator consultant who was hired by the municipality of Bologna as an expert in using participatory methods with children.
In total, five teachers and 113 children between the age of four and seven participated in the consultation. The facilitator, assisted by the teachers, organized a series of consultations with pre-school and elementary school children. The consultation protocol was approved by the schools and integrated into the school curriculum. The consultation was considered by the schools to be consistent with the curriculum and for this reason, applied the parental consent obtained at the beginning of the school year. Children were asked for their assent to participate before starting the activities.
The study took place in five schools in the City of Bologna -two pre-schools and three elementary schools. The participating schools were identified based on the availability of the teachers and their previous experience in child-participatory studies.
Procedure
The "introd-action" meeting Prior to beginning the consultation, the facilitator held a meeting with the teachers.
The meeting served to help refine the methodology to best suit the unique context of each classroom and to support the teachers as they prepared for the consultation.
The meeting with the teachers was divided into two sections. During the first section, the facilitator discussed children's participation as a human right. The second section focused on discussing the following themes: human rights versus 'social nobody-ness' of children; The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child; diversity and participation; and specific requirements to effectively support children's participation as well as the methodology described below. 
The Consultation Process

School quality
Analysis of the audio-recordings and drawings for school quality provided three different sub-areas: Spatial dimensions, colours and nature (Illustration 5).
Illustration 5 -Quality: spatial dimension, colours and nature
Spatial dimensions
Children linked school quality to the size of its premises. They suggested that a desirable school should have multiple floors, big windows and large spaces to move around and play. One student, for example, suggested that, "Pretty schools are those having more floors because there is more space for us." Another student said, "A classroom is pretty when it is big enough for us to play in it."
The size of the school appeared to be essential to guarantee space for everyone.
Representative comments included the following: "In a big school there is room for children running together," "…There is space to play all together" and "It is nice to have a space indoor to play together." "The school must be big enough to welcome all children of the world and "the school must be big, because the more we are, the more friends we can make" are two quotes indicating how large spaces are not only important to define the quality of the school but also make it possible to accommodate many children. Children emphasized the importance of spending time with other children.
Additionally, the layout of the classroom was considered to be important. Most children favoured U-shaped arrangement of the desks to the more conventional classroom layout made up of rows of desks facing the teacher's desk: "I would like my classroom with 225 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights desks all nearby, so that we all can see better." "I like the way we have it: with big desks put in a circle." "I like a classroom in which the desks are assembled in groups: it is nice to be sitting in small circles."
Younger children went a step further by proposing castle-like buildings, with knights, dragons and fairies. As one child stated,"the school I want is a bit strange, but sometimes we all need fantasy too!" According to these children, a school should be large enough to accommodate magic and imagination: "I make a drawing of a classroom, yet it is not the one I stay in. This is the classroom I would like, the classroom of my imagination."
Colours
Colourful classrooms were also central aspect of school quality, especially for the younger children (age 4 to 5). "Plenty of colours make the school prettier."
Colours glimmering out of flags, as well as painted walls, doors and windows all filled with drawings and glowingly whitewashed. Children commented on the relevance of colours and drawings as important aspects of a school.
Nature
Most children made drawings of a school surrounded by green spaces, trees and flowers. They described schoolyards covered with grass and big enough to play soccer in. This is what some of the children said: "There is a lot of nature in the premises." "There is a lawn and children can stay outdoor." "There are plenty of trees, including palms!" "There are trees and nearby mountains." "(In school) I love greenery!" "In the school I like there are children playing soccer, and I like to play outside." "There is a big garden." "There is a forest close by." "There are plenty of flowers and plants." "I love grass and trees!" Overall, children identified the following elements as contributing to the quality of a school: ample dimensions, large spaces to share with, colourful classrooms, large outdoors spaces and room for fantasy and imagination. 
Purposes of early childhood education
Happiness
The majority of children, associating the concept of happiness to comfort and security, considered children's wellbeing as a priority schools should strive for. This is what emerged from some of the children descriptions: "The school is merrier if children are happy." "I like a school that makes children happy; for instance, we are lucky children because we have a nice school." Some children perceived the school as the place in which "There is all we need.
That is why we are happy." "Children are happy." "Children smile."
Supportive learning environment
Most children considered learning to be a very important aspect of school. This is what emerged from the descriptions of the drawings from several children: "When the school is ugly, the teacher has to be a good teacher." This quote strengthens the idea of a school offering an effective learning environment. Others include:
"The prettiest thing (in school) is that we learn new things." "In the school (I would like) the children to have to be able to learn well." "I like a school where children study happily." "School is important because we can study and learn in there." "I like my school because I learn in it." "The most beautiful thing in school is that we learn new things." "We learn new things everyday." "Every day we learn and we play." 227 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights Children attributed considerable importance to their learning and reflected on the ways in which their learning takes place. For instance, they valued as crucial to their learning the well being of the teachers, the administrators and support staff. This is what one child said: "I would like a teacher who is good, in the sense of sweet." "I would like a principal who sometimes wants to have fun himself too, so that we are all happy."
Children also consider relationships with adults as a vital component of schooling, especially relationships with teachers and parents. Here are some of the children's accounts: "Teachers should educate us and not let us do all we want." "I would love to spend more time with my parents in the school, for instance having lunch together." "I would like my parents to come to school so they (the parents) can be with my friends."
Children expressed the need to be cared for in school in the broad sense of the term, that includes health and emotional well being. Through their drawings and the descriptions they gave of them, they reiterated that attending school goes far beyond studying and playing.
Schools require services that can provide children with health and emotional support. As one child said: "I like a school which looks like a hospital because a school should always be able to help children when they are not well."
Friendship
The spontaneous capacity to care for their peers, especially for those in distress, was not underestimated by children. Many children spoke about the importance of inclusion: "A school must be large enough, so that there is room for all the children of the world because children are all equal." During the consultations, children also spoke about after school activities. These are the words of a child concerned about recycling as a way to help other children: "If one is poor and we have pieces of fabric, we can make clothes with them. If we have small pieces of fabric, we can make clothes for dolls; with bigger pieces of fabric we could make clothes for the children who do not have any." 228 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights Another child said: "I like studying English so that I can have more friends. If children from other countries come to our school (in Italy) and we know how to speak English, we can talk with them and they can understand us right away."
More comments followed:
"It is nice in the morning, because children walk in together and become friends!" "At school children have fun and so they can know each other well." "I am fine in any school where I can make friends." "We must make friends at school: it is an easier thing to do there." "If you do not know anybody, going to school helps you to make friends." "The children make friends at school because they are all learning." "There must be grown-up children together with the little ones, so that when the bad guys come to beat the younger, the grown-up protect them." "The school helps children to get together at first; after that, we know and love each other."
Activities to include in the school curriculum
When asked which activities they would include in the school curriculum, children talked extensively about outdoors activities, arts & crafts, playing, and sciences. 
Outdoor activities
Many children described their ideal school as farm-like, with animals and vegetable gardens. These are some of the most salient descriptions from the children:
"The school could be a kind of farm with animals placed in its different sections." "I would like to be in a school with many animals to take care of." "I want a school with a house for pets." Some children expressed the desire to grow vegetables in their ideal school "I like children growing the vegetable for the school kitchen", "Children love vegetable gardens!"
Arts & crafts
Children's enthusiasm for plants and animals was consistent with their interest in the natural environment, as well as with an inclination towards crafting activities.
As the children described: "I love doing craft such as making figures with paper, straws or other material." "It's good to have time to make toys ourselves by recycling things: in this way we can give toys to the children who don't have them and so we can recycle!" "I would like a space to make new clothes with old ones." "I would like to have a lab where to make toys with trash items; because if a child is poor or he wasted his pocket money, he cannot afford to buy new toys. In this way he can have new toys too."
Playing
All of the children considered playing important. The following quotes are some of the children's descriptions: "I like playing with puzzles, building blocks and playing games in the garden." "The school is beautiful and is absolute fun!" These quotes stress the appreciation that children have for outdoor activities and the size of the school also remains a key factor in enabling play. Running and large spaces were cited often: "I like a big school because you can run well." "I like schools with plenty of space to do activities like theatre." 
Sciences
Children expressed significant interest in the sciences and activities related to reading and visiting museums. Sciences and reading were cited often as seen in the following quotes:
"I would like a place for the sciences and the things of the nature" "I would like to have a science-lab." Children talked about spaces for reading: "I would like a reading corner" or "a fairy-tale tent." "I like a space dedicated to reading." "I like school because we read stories." "I like school because we learn how to read."
Children also spoke of books they like to read including children's literature, comic books, books with cartoon characters, or illustrated books. They reported their fondness for visiting museums, listening to music, history, natural sciences, and technology. Children expressed high interest in drawing activities: "I would like a school where we can make lots of drawings." Many children proposed to use the school itself as their drawing ground. One child said: "I would like a school full of our drawings, on the walls outside, but also inside."
Discussion
The consultation revealed that many children have clear ideas about the role of the school. Their accounts contribute to the vast body of research demonstrating that young children are capable of reporting relevant information when provided with clear and detailed age appropriate tools (Christensen and Prout, 2005; Lansdown, 2005) . Children in our study identified the school as a place to learn, socialize, and play. Overall, they imagined a school with large premises and colorful walls, containing a library with plenty of books, and a science lab to run experiments. They imagined a school surrounded by greenery, flowers and trees, as well as a school where caring for children and supportive teachers looked after one another, creating an environment favourable to learning. In this imaginary school, children took care of animals, grew vegetables, played, drew, and did arts & crafts with recycled materials.
During the consultation process, children welcomed the presence of the facilitator as 231 2014 Canadian Journal of Children's Rights reflected in the richness of the accounts that this consultation generated. Furthermore, the drawing activity paired with descriptions of the drawings and guided conversations resulted in a plethora of information that likely could not have been obtained using drawings alone (Kress, 1997) . Our consultation process distinguishes itself for its ecological validity as all activities took place in the classroom and in the presence of the teacher, respecting an environment familiar to the children.
Although we maintained children's attention with the use of puppets, photos and conversations, we need to acknowledge that presenting the activities all in one day might be too ambitious. Considering the young age of the children, it might have been more suitable to divide their activities into two or three shorter sessions to be conducted on different days. Because children have the right to participate in decisions concerning their well being, it is important to use methodologies appropriate for their participation. We believe the methodology reported here fulfills this important function.
